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ME DI A R E L E A S E
Sept. 4, 1986
RIDERS OF THE PLAINS:
UM HISTORY PROFESSOR EDITS JOURNALS OF TWO EARLY NORTHWEST
MOUNTED POLICEMEN
By Carol Susan Woodruff
UM News and Publications
About the time his triplet girls hit the terrible twos,
T.T.A. Boys felt a sudden urge to travel.

He lit out for

Winnipeg in 1875, enlisted for three years in the newly formed
Northwest Mounted Police and eventually took up residence at Fort
Macleod in Alberta.
"Clearly, he was at wits' end," says University of Montana
history Professor Bill Farr, who is researching a book based on
the journals of Boys and another early "Mountie."

"I don't know

whether it was the triplets -- but he never returned."
Although the details surrounding Boys' enlistment are
sketchy, considerably more is known about his experiences as a
subconstable during a lively era in Canadian history -- a time
when the Mounties pushed westward to negotiate treaties with
Indian tribes and subdue trouble-causing whiskey- and
hide-traders, many of whom had traveled north from Fort Benton.
"One of the things the Northwest Mounted Police were so
terribly proud of was that theirs was not a military action but a
more
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police action," Farr says.

"With very few men, under the force

of law, they would bring law and order to the Canadian West -without all the Indian wars and military campaigns that had so
bedeviled the United States."
Much of the information about Boys comes from a journal he
religiously kept while a trooper.

Farr unearthed a transcribed

copy of the remaining portion of the journal -- about a year's
worth of entries -- while examining the voluminous collection of
papers donated to in 1972 by the Conrad family of Kalispell.
The strength of the document, Farr explains, is that it
offers a rare perspective on Canadian history -- a "view from
below," he puts it, a view from the eyes of a lowly subconstable
rather than the newsmakers themselves.
"While we have lots of information about these treaties from
the biggies -- from the magnates who worked them out, signed them
and included them in their memoirs -- we have very, very few
accounts of how they appeared from a trooper's perspective," he
says.

"It's not that what he tells us is surprising or new.

But

it does give us this new perspective of a literate trooper
viewing significant events with refreshing matter-of-factness."
Thomas Tams Alves Boys, who was present at two of the seven
treaty signings, was an unlikely recruit.

A Toronto lawyer in

his early 40s, he came from a prestigious Barrie, Ontario,
family.

He was older, better educated and more serious-minded
more
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than the average enlisted man, Farr says.

He eschewed the

carousing so popular among his fellow troopers, preferring to
take solitary walks and record his thoughts in his journal.
His terse comments tell of tedium on the trail, the coarse
barracks life, incompetent leaders and the men's fondness for
drink.

The journal also offers vivid descriptions of the

waterfowl and animals Boys encountered in his travels, some of
which he had never seen before.
Boys had a penchant for writing romantic poetry, too.

Farr

says Boys' rousing "Riders of the Plains," which commemorates the
Mounties' trek West of 1876, appears in many Canadian
anthologies.
Boys, clearly out of his element, did not especially enjoy
his stint with the Mounties, according to Farr.

When his three

years were up, he

tried farming and then became the first city

clerk of Calgary.

Afterward, he left for the gold fields farther

west, never to be heard of again.
A second journal Farr has retrieved from the Conrad papers
offers another rare, but quite different view from below.

The

diarist was James Stanford, a young, more typical recruit from
Nova Scotia.
Like Boys, he enlisted as a subconstable in the Mounties for
three years and was stationed at Fort Macleod at about the same
time.

But Stanford did not go on the famous 1876 trek West; a
more
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quartermaster's assistant, he remained at the fort, weighing out
rations and performing other simple tasks.

Also unlike the more

sedate Boys, Stanford had a rollicking good time.
"For him, it was a time of playing poker and drinking a lot,
being infatuated with the landscape and carousing with the Indian
women," Farr says.

"He tells that he had quite a social life at

Fort Macleod."
In addition to more risque passages, the journal includes
many matter-of-fact notes about local events:

going to church,

washing clothes, celebrating Christmas, attending the notorious
half-breed dances near the fort.

^

The incomplete picture of Stanford's life created by his
journal is rounded out by newspaper clippings and letters to and
from his mother, Farr says.

From these sources, he has learned

that after leaving the Mounties, Stanford lived in Fort Benton
and eventually become the well-respected,

wealthy president of

the Conrad Bank in Great Falls and an illustrious colonel in the
Montana National Guard.
Finding out as much as he can about Stanford and Boys -from newspaper clippings, letters, troop records, conversations
with family members, and other sources -- is just part of Farr's
task.

He says he must also put the diaries in context by

comparing them with contemporary diaries and reminiscences and
more
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early histories produced by many of the principals in the
Mounties.
"My task is to provide a good edition of the texts of the
journals, to set the journals in context and to introduce
Stanford and Boys,” Farr says.
Because reminiscences of the common man are scarce, Farr
says his book will give readers a glimpse at the past almost as
rare as would an account of the life of a 14th century Parisian
housewife.
It is not surprising that Farr would draw a parallel to the
14th century. A professor at UM since 1967, he specializes in the
Middle Ages, which he says roughly span the years 500-1500 A . D .
Among the books he has written are "John Wyclif as Legal
Reformer," which concerns a 14th century theologian, and "The
Reservation Blackfeet:

a History of Cultural Survival."

In

addition, Farr collaborated with the well-known Montana historian
K. Ross Toole on the book "Montana:

Images of the Past" and did

the photographic research for UM history Professor and state Rep.
Harry Fritz’ book "Montana:

Land of Contrast."

Farr has a great fondness for the history of the West.
"History here is so close, so tangible," he says.
has a vitality because it's our history.

It's not encountered

through a prismatic effect of numerous generations.
it a human character I find really fascinating."

#

"Above all, it

That gives

